Combining sample plot and image data has been widely used to map forest carbon density at local, regional, national and global scales. When mapping is conducted using multiple spatial resolution images at different scales, field observations have to be collected at the corresponding resolutions to match image values in pixel sizes. Given a study area, however, to save time and cost, field observations are often collected from sample plots having a fixed size. This will lead to inconsistency of spatial resolutions between sample plots and image pixels and impede the mapping and product quality assessment. In this study, a methodological framework was proposed to conduct mapping and accuracy assessment of forest carbon density at four spatial resolutions by combining remotely sensed data and reference values of sample plots from a systematical, nested and clustering sampling design. This design led to one field observation dataset at a 30 m spatial resolution sample plot level and three other reference datasets by averaging the observations from three, five and seven sample plots within each of 250 m and 500 m sub-blocks and 1000 m blocks, respectively. The datasets matched the pixel values of a Landsat 8 image and three MODIS products. A sequential Gaussian co-simulation (SGCS) and a sequential Gaussian block co-simulation (SGBCS), an upscaling algorithm, were employed to map forest carbon density at the spatial resolutions. This methodology was tested for mapping forest carbon density in Huang-Feng-Qiao forest farm of You County in Eastern Hunan of China. The results showed that: First, all of the means of predicted forest carbon density values at four spatial resolutions fell in the confidence intervals of the reference data at a significance level of 0.05. Second, the systematical, nested and clustering sampling design provided the potential to obtain spatial information of forest carbon density at multiple spatial resolutions. Third, the relative root mean square error (RMSE) of predicted values at the plot level was much greater than those at the sub-block and block levels. Moreover, the accuracies of the up-scaled estimates were much higher than those from previous studies. In addition, at the same spatial resolution, SGCSWA (scaling up the SGCS and Landsat derived 30 m resolution map using a window average (WA)) resulted in smallest relative RMSEs of up-scaled predictions, followed by combinations of Landsat images and SGBCS. The accuracies from both methods were significantly greater than those from the combinations of MODIS images and SGCS. Overall, this study implied that the combinations of Landsat 8 images and SGCSWA or SGBCS with the systematical, nested and clustering sampling design provided the potential to formulate a methodological framework to map forest carbon density and conduct accuracy assessment at multiple spatial resolutions. However, this methodology needs to be further refined and examined in other forest landscapes.
Introduction
Forests take carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and help reduce greenhouse effects and control global climate change [1, 2] . Thus, there is a strong need to estimate forest carbon density (stock per area unit). Moreover, as carbon marketing develops at global, regional and local scales, generating the spatial distributions or maps of forest carbon density and assessing their accuracy have to be conducted at multiple spatial resolutions [1] [2] [3] . This requires field observations of forest carbon density to be collected at the corresponding spatial resolutions to match the map units, which is very time-consuming and costly. Instead, field observations are often obtained from sample plots that have a fixed size. This will lead to inconsistency of spatial resolutions between sample plots and map units, making it challenging for the multi-resolution mapping and accuracy assessment of forest carbon density.
Substantial research has been conducted and various methods have been developed to estimate forest carbon density at different spatial and temporal scales [1, [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] [9] . The widely used methods include: (1) traditional forest carbon estimations based on field measurements from sample plots, leading to population estimates [10] ; (2) eddy correlation and covariance based methods, measuring carbon flux [9, 11] ; and (3) process model-based methods, simulating sequestration of carbon and accumulation of biomass [12, 13] . All of these methods lack the ability to produce the spatial distributions of forest carbon density without combination of remotely sensed images. Thus, combining sample plot and image data shows greater potential to map forest carbon density because it can produce an estimate of each location over large areas [9, [14] [15] [16] . Regression is a most commonly used method that combines plot data and images to map forest carbon density [9, [17] [18] [19] , but this method often leads to illogical negative and extremely large estimates [19] . Wang et al. [20] proposed an image-based co-simulation algorithm to map forest carbon density by combining sample plot and image data. This method overcomes some of the gaps that currently exist in the estimation and product quality assessment of forest carbon density. Other methods are nonparametric estimation approaches, such as k-Nearest Neighbors [9, 21, 22] examining the distances of each pixel to be estimated to all sample plots in terms of a multi-spectral space and identifying k nearest sample plots and then calculating and assigning a weighted average to the estimated pixel. In addition, artificial neutral networks [9] and semi-empirical models [23] have also been applied to map forest carbon density.
Although these methods are available, mapping and accurate assessment of forest carbon density at multiple spatial resolutions is still a challenging task. First, mapping forest carbon density at local, regional and global scales requires collection of field sample plot data at multiple spatial resolutions, which is money-consuming and labor intensive. Second, widely used images for this purpose have a wide range of spatial resolutions from less than 1 m high resolution GeoEye-2 and Worldview-3 to 30 m medium resolution Landsat and 1000 m coarser resolution Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) with square pixels. However, sample plots selected for mapping forest carbon density often have limited sizes with different shapes such as square, rectangle and circle. This leads to the mismatch between image pixels and sample plots in shape, size and location, and different accuracies of forest carbon density estimates [24, 25] . For example, Réjou-Méchain et al. [25] used 30 large (8-25 ha) permanent plots to quantify spatial variability of aboveground biomass (AGB) at spatial resolutions of 5 to 250 m (0.025-6.25 ha) and found that the spatial sampling error was large for standard plot sizes, averaging 46.3% for 0.1 ha plots and 16.6% for 1 ha plots. The inconsistency and mismatch between image pixels and sample plots will lead to the difficulty to combine the spatial data [26, 27] . Thus, how to develop a method for collection of sample plot data and mapping of forest carbon density at multiple spatial resolutions becomes critical.
estimates derived by scaling up a SGCS and Landsat derived 30 m resolution map with a window average (WA) (called SGCSWA algorithm), combining Landsat 8 and SGBCS, and combining MODIS images and SGCS, and demonstrated the potential of the methodology to provide the spatial information of forest carbon density at multiple spatial resolutions.
Materials and Methods

Study Area
Huang-Feng-Qiao forest farm of You County is located in Eastern Hunan of China with latitude and longtitude ranges of 27°06'N to 27°24'N and 113°04'E to 113°43'E, respectively ( Figure 1 ). This area is in a typical subtropical climate region with the average annual temperature of 17.8° and the annual precipitation of 1411 mm [42] . Its elevation varies from 0 to 1132 m above sea level. It is dominated by mountainous areas with a slope range of 0 to 57 degrees. The landscape is complex and fragmented. The dominant forests include coniferous planations; evergreen broad-leaved forests; coniferous, deciduous and evergreen broad-leaved mixed forests with scattered bamboo stands; shrubs; and agricultural lands. The dominant tree species are Cunninghamia lanceolata (Lamb. 
Datasets
Sample Plot Data
In this study area, a total of 32 sample blocks were systematically allocated from 15 July to 10 August 2013 with a sampling distance of 3 km. Each blocks had a size of 1000 mˆ1000 m (100 ha). Within each block, there were 7 sample plots with a size of 30 mˆ30 m designed along its diagonal line from northwest to southeast (Figure 1 ). That is, there were a total of 224 sample plots selected within the study area. When a sample plot fell into a forested land, dipping angle gauge control was adopted to collect field observations of forest stand variables including dominant tree species, crown density, tree diameter at breast height, basal area at breast height, crown width, and tree height. If a sample plot fell into a non-forested land, only the vegetation type was recorded. The sampling was described in detail in the section of a systematical, nested and clustering sampling.
The sample plots were located with differential global positioning system (GPS) units. Within each sample plot, tree height and diameter at breast height were measured and used to estimate tree AGB (trunk, branch, bark and leaf) by tree species using empirical models (Table 1) proposed by Li et al. [43] . The values of tree AGB were converted to the values of forest carbon density using biomass-to-carbon coefficients by tree species and then summed to obtain the plot value. Because some of the species did not have any biomass models and carbon conversion coefficients, similar tree species models and coefficients were employed to approximate their values of forest carbon density. There were also no empirical models and carbon conversion coefficients available for the shrubs, and average biomass values of 23.7 Mg/ha and 19.76 Mg/ha were used, respectively [44] . The obtained AGB was then converted to forest carbon using a coefficient of 0.5. Using the allometric models, especially those for similar species, and the average biomass values for the shrubs would definitely lead to uncertainty of biomass and carbon estimates. However, in this study, this uncertainty was considered to be negligible. In this study, a Landsat 8 image dated 17 September 2013 and with a cloud cover of less than 10% was acquired with a spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m same as that of the sample plots. This image consisted of seven bands: band 1-Coastal, band 2-Blue, band 3-Green, band 4-Red, band 5-near infrared (NIR), band 6-short wavelength infrared 1 (SWIR1) and band 7-short wavelength infrared 2 (SWIR2). The digital values of image pixels were first converted into the values of spectral reflectance using ENVI radiometric calibration and FLAASH atmospheric correction tool. In order to reduce the effects of shade, topographic correction was then conducted for the image using Minneart model. Finally, geometric correction was made using a topographic map with RMSE less than one pixel. Moreover, three MODIS products including MOD13Q1, MOD09A1 and MOD15A2 dated on 14 September 2013 were collected for mapping forest carbon density at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m, respectively. For the MODIS images, the data pre-processing including projection transformation, image mosaic and image mask were conducted using ENVI. In addition, cloud in the images was removed using a program written by the IDL language [45] . In this study, Landsat and MODIS images were selected partly because they are most widely utilized to map forest carbon density at various scales and partly because the cost to collect LiDAR and RADAR data is not affordable, especially for very large areas. In addition, this study aimed at developing a general methodology in which widely used remotely sensed images for mapping forest carbon density should be selected.
Image Transformations
For Landsat 8 image, first, in addition to the original seven bands, their inversions were calculated, leading to seven new bands. Second, various band ratios such as SR i,j " Band i {Band j , SR i,j,k " Band i {pBand j`B and k q, i, j, k " 1, ..., 7, i ‰ j ‰ k, j ă k and so on, were also calculated, resulting in a total of 147 spectral variables. Third, five vegetation indices were generated, including normalized differential vegetation index (NDVI), soil adjusted vegetation index (SAVI) with two different coefficients, atmospherically resistant vegetation index (ARVI) and enhanced vegetation index (EVI). Moreover, principal component analysis of the original seven bands from Landsat 8 image was carried out and the first three components that accounted for 99% of total variance were selected. Additionally, a total of 56 texture variables from gray-level co-occurrence-matrix-based texture measures (mean, angular second moment, contrast, correlation, dissimilarity, entropy, homogeneity, and variance) were calculated. Finally, a total of 225 spectral variables were obtained. The objectives for calculating band ratios, vegetation indices and texture measures were to reduce the effects of slope in the mountainous areas and quantify the canopy structures and their spatial variability of the complicated and fragmented landscape.
For MODIS 500 mˆ500 m products, the above five groups of the image transformations used for Landsat 8 image were calculated and the used bands included band 1, band 2, band 3, band 4, band 6 and band 7. A total of 158 spectral variables were obtained. For MODIS 250 mˆ250 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m products, in addition to vegetation indices NDVI and EVI, four reflectance bands (band 1-Red, band 2-NIR, band 3-Blue and band 4-medium infrared (MIR)) were used to calculate the above five groups of image transformations, leading to a total of 87 spectral variables for each of the spatial resolutions.
Systematical, Nested and Clustering Sampling Design
To collect reference values of forest carbon density at multiple spatial resolutions, 32 of 1000 mˆ1000 m blocks were systematically designed with a 3 km sampling distance to cover the study area (Figure 1 ). Within each of the 1000 mˆ1000 m blocks, a 30 mˆ30 m sample plot was located at the block center and two sub-blocks with sizes of 250 mˆ250 m and 500 mˆ500 m and the same centers were nested (Figure 2 ). Another six 30 mˆ30 m sample plots within the sub-blocks and blocks were systematically allocated along the diagonal lines from northwest to southeast. The sample plots were spatially allocated as follows: (1) Within each 250 mˆ250 m sub-block, in addition to the block centered 30 mˆ30 m sample plot, two other sample plots were added at the middle points of the diagonal line from the center to the northwest and southeast corners, respectively. Thus, a total of three sample plots were used to capture the characteristics of forests in each 250 mˆ250 m sub-block; (2) Because each 250 mˆ250 m sub-block was nested in each 500 mˆ500 m sub-block, the previous three sample plots could be used. Additionally, two other sample plots were, respectively, added at the middle points from the northwest and southeast corners of the 250 mˆ250 m sub-block to the northwest and southeast corners of the 500 mˆ500 m sub-block. A total of five sample plots were thus obatined to provide the information of forests for each 500 mˆ500 m sub-block; (3) In a similar way, two more sample plots were added for each 1000 mˆ1000 m block, which led to a total of seven sample plots to capture the spatial variability of forests within the block (Figure 2 ). This design resulted in four reference datasets with four spatial resolutions matching the pixel sizes of the used images, 30 mˆ30 m, 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m, and aimed to provide the potential of obtaining reference values of forest carbon density at four spatial resolutions.
spatially allocated as follows: (1) Within each 250 m × 250 m sub-block, in addition to the block centered 30 m × 30 m sample plot, two other sample plots were added at the middle points of the diagonal line from the center to the northwest and southeast corners, respectively. Thus, a total of three sample plots were used to capture the characteristics of forests in each 250 m × 250 m sub-block; (2) Because each 250 m × 250 m sub-block was nested in each 500 m × 500 m sub-block, the previous three sample plots could be used. Additionally, two other sample plots were, respectively, added at the middle points from the northwest and southeast corners of the 250 m × 250 m sub-block to the northwest and southeast corners of the 500 m × 500 m sub-block. A total of five sample plots were thus obatined to provide the information of forests for each 500 m × 500 m sub-block; (3) In a similar way, two more sample plots were added for each 1000 m × 1000 m block, which led to a total of seven sample plots to capture the spatial variability of forests within the block (Figure 2 ). This design resulted in four reference datasets with four spatial resolutions matching the pixel sizes of the used images, 30 m × 30 m, 250 m × 250 m, 500 m × 500 m and 1000 m × 1000 m, and aimed to provide the potential of obtaining reference values of forest carbon density at four spatial resolutions. A total of 224 sample plots that matched the spatial resolution of 30 m × 30 m were obtained over the study area. For each of the 250 m × 250 m sub-blocks, three forest carbon density values from three sample plots were averaged and used to represent the average forest carbon density for 250 m spatial resolution MODIS image. Similarly, the average values of forest carbon density were calculated from five and seven sample plots for 500 m and 1000 m spatial resolution MODIS images respectively. The central coordinates of the blocks and sub-blocks were used to extract the pixel values of the images. This design was similar to a systematical, nested and clustering sampling. A systematical sampling distance for these clusters (that is, the 250 m and 500 m sub-blocks and 1000 m blocks) was utilized and the sampling distances between the sample plots within each cluster were A total of 224 sample plots that matched the spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m were obtained over the study area. For each of the 250 mˆ250 m sub-blocks, three forest carbon density values from three sample plots were averaged and used to represent the average forest carbon density for 250 m spatial resolution MODIS image. Similarly, the average values of forest carbon density were calculated from five and seven sample plots for 500 m and 1000 m spatial resolution MODIS images respectively. The central coordinates of the blocks and sub-blocks were used to extract the pixel values of the images. This design was similar to a systematical, nested and clustering sampling. A systematical sampling distance for these clusters (that is, the 250 m and 500 m sub-blocks and 1000 m blocks) was utilized and the sampling distances between the sample plots within each cluster were unequal, but fixed. Standard deviation and coefficient of variation at the sub-block and block levels were thus calculated considering the features of clustering sampling [46] . Because only the trees within three, five and seven 30 mˆ30 m sample plots were measured for the 250 m and 500 m sub-blocks and 1000 m block, the average values calculated from the sample plots were used to represent the sub-blocks and blocks. The average values were thus associated with uncertainty and called reference values.
Spatial Co-Simulation Algorithms to Generate Forest Carbon Density Maps
In this study, an image-based SGCS algorithm developed by Wang et al. [20, 27, 47, 48] was utilized to generate forest carbon density maps at the spatial resolutions of Landsat 30 mˆ30 m and MODIS 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m. In this algorithm, it is assumed that a study area consists of N pixels that have the same spatial resolution with the reference data from the sample plots ( Figure 3a) . It is also assumed that forest carbon density is a random process that consists of random variables z(u) that are spatially auto-correlated with each other. The spatially auto-correlated variables mean forest carbon density at the image pixels. The value of forest carbon density at each pixel has to be generated and can be regarded as a realization of the random variable at this location.
In this study, an image-based SGCS algorithm developed by Wang et al. [20, 27, 47, 48] was utilized to generate forest carbon density maps at the spatial resolutions of Landsat 30 m × 30 m and MODIS 250 m × 250 m, 500 m × 500 m and 1000 m × 1000 m. In this algorithm, it is assumed that a study area consists of N pixels that have the same spatial resolution with the reference data from the sample plots (Figure 3a) . It is also assumed that forest carbon density is a random process that consists of random variables z(u) that are spatially auto-correlated with each other. The spatially autocorrelated variables mean forest carbon density at the image pixels. The value of forest carbon density at each pixel has to be generated and can be regarded as a realization of the random variable at this location. To obtain a realization at each pixel, first a spatial auto-correlation model of forest carbon density must be developed by calculating an experimental variogram-spatial variability function over the distance between data locations given a direction and then fitting the variogram using theoretical variance functions such as spherical, Gaussian and exponential model [20, 27, 47, 48] . The obtained variogram accounts for the spatial variability of forest carbon density. Generally, as the distance between data locations increases, the spatial variability increases until reaching its maximum value. The distance that corresponds to the maximum variance is called the range parameter of the model implying the maximum distance of spatial auto-correlation. To obtain a realization at each pixel, first a spatial auto-correlation model of forest carbon density must be developed by calculating an experimental variogram-spatial variability function over the distance between data locations given a direction and then fitting the variogram using theoretical variance functions such as spherical, Gaussian and exponential model [20, 27, 47, 48] . The obtained variogram accounts for the spatial variability of forest carbon density. Generally, as the distance between data locations increases, the spatial variability increases until reaching its maximum value. The distance that corresponds to the maximum variance is called the range parameter of the model implying the maximum distance of spatial auto-correlation.
Second, in the algorithm, a random path for visiting and estimating each of the pixels for the study area is determined using a generator of random numbers. Following this path, each pixel is visited and a conditional cumulative distribution function (CCDF) (mean and variance) of forest carbon density at this pixel is derived using an unbiased cokriging estimator by weighting the forest carbon density reference values, image pixel values and existing estimates if any within a neighborhood determined by the maximum spatial auto-correlation distance (Figure 3a) . The weights vary depending on the variogram and the distance of the pixel to be estimated to the data locations. Generally, the shorter the distance is, the greater the weight becomes. From CCDF, a value can be randomly drawn and used as a realization of forest carbon density at this pixel. The realization can be utilized as a conditional datum for next simulation. When all of the pixels are visited and yield their realizations of forest carbon density, a map of forest carbon density is obtained.
Generating and using a large number of random paths and repeating the above co-simulation process can lead to many realizations for each pixel. In this study, after an experiment it was found that a total of 500 random paths resulted in a stable variance of the realizations. Across the realizations, a sample mean and variance of forest carbon density were calculated for each pixel and used as its predicted value and uncertainty measure respectively (Figure 3a ). This algorithm is based on the assumption that forest carbon density has a Gaussian distribution and if not, normal score transformation of data should be conducted for both the reference values and image data. The aforementioned algorithm was used to generate the maps of forest carbon density at the spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m with the spectral variables derived from Landsat 8 image, and at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m with the spectral variables from MODIS products.
In addition, an image-based up-scaling algorithm SGBCS (Figure 3b ) was utilized to generate the maps of forest carbon density at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m by combining and scaling up the forest carbon density plot data and the Landsat image at the original spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m [20, 27, 48] . The block co-simulation is similar to the above SGCS. The difference is that in this algorithm each sub-block or block is considered to consist of many smaller 30 mˆ30 m pixels. Each of the smaller pixels is first estimated using an unbiased cokriging estimator (Figure 3b ). The CCDF of the sub-block or block is then derived by calculating a window mean and variance of the predicted values of the smaller pixels, and used for spatial co-simulation at sub-block and block levels.
It had to be pointed out that when the SGCS and SGBCS algorithms were used to create the forest carbon density maps at the multiple spatial resolutions, the features of a systematical, nested and clustering sampling with an equal sampling distance between the sub-blocks and blocks and unequal, but fixed sampling distances between the sample plots within each of the sub-blocks and blocks were taken into account by using a de-clustering method to derive the weights of the sample plots. In order to find appropriate spectral variables from the image bands and their transformations, the spectral values of the sample plots, sub-blocks and blocks were extracted using ArcMap. Pearson product moment correlation coefficients between the spectral variables and forest carbon density were calculated and ranked. The spectral variable that had the highest correlation was used to create a map of forest carbon density at each of the spatial resolutions.
Accuracy Assessment and Algorithm Comparison
The correlation coefficients between the spectral variables and forest carbon density were statistically tested for their significant differences from zero using the equation r α "
ased on the student's distribution at a significance level of α = 0.05, where n is number of sample plots used. Moreover, when Landsat image was used to create the forest carbon density map at the spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m, 50 sample plots were randomly selected from the total of 224 sample plots and used for accuracy assessment of predicted values and the rest 174 sample plots were used to conduct the spatial co-simulation. For generation of forest carbon density maps at the coarser spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m, a method called k-fold cross-validation was applied to carry out the accuracy assessment. In this method, each dataset was divided into k sub-sets, each time one sub-set of the reference data was took out from the dataset and utilized as a validation dataset. The remaining sub-sets of the data were employed as the training dataset for the co-simulation of forest carbon density. Repeating this process k times led to k sub-sets of estimation errors. A RMSE and relative RMSE were thus calculated and the features of clustering sampling were considered at the sub-block and block levels. In this study, four fold cross-validations were used for the accuracy assessment of the forest carbon density maps at the coarser spatial resolutions. The accuracy of forest carbon density was also quantified using the overall bias (that is, residual mean), coefficient of determination R 2 and slope value of the relationship between the reference and predicted values for each spatial resolution [49] .
In addition, this study led to the maps that can be used as stand-alone products that depict the spatial distribution of forest carbon density for this study area. The evaluation with respect to the applications of the maps was made by calculating the map means of predicted forest carbon density values using a model-assisted regression estimator. Based on the reference datasets from the sampling design and four spatial resolution images from Landsat and MODIS, the following forest carbon density maps were generated and compared: (1) A forest carbon density map at the spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m was created by combining the Landsat 8 image and the dataset of 174 sample plots used for modeling using SGCS and the accuracy of this map was assessed using the validation dataset of 50 sample plots. (2) The predicted values of the above 30 m spatial resolution map from SGCS were scaled up to the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m using a window average method (WA) [27] . This method was an integration of SGCS and WA and denoted as SGCSWA. The accuracies of the coarser spatial resolution maps were assessed by comparing the predicted and reference values at the sampled locations for the spatial resolutions. (3) The forest carbon density maps at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m were also generated by combining and scaling up the 30 m spatial resolution Landsat 8 image and the sample plot dataset using SGBCS. Four fold cross-validations were used for the accuracy assessment of the maps. (4) The forest carbon density maps at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m were produced by combining the MODIS images and the reference datasets using SGCS. Four fold cross-validations were used for the accuracy assessment of the maps. Table 2 presented the statistics of forest carbon density from the sample plots at four spatial resolutions: 30 mˆ30 m, 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m. As the spatial resolution became coarser, the values of maximum, standard deviation and the coefficient of variation (CV) for the reference data from the sample plots, sub-blocks and blocks decreased. The dataset from all of the 224 sample plots had a sample mean of 8.81 Mg/ha with a CV of 106.16%. This CV value was relatively large. When the dataset was randomly divided into two for modeling and validation respectively, the validation dataset got a slightly greater sample mean with a slightly smaller CV. The sample mean of the reference dataset for 1000 mˆ1000 m blocks was the same as that from all of the sample plots because all of the plots fell in the blocks. The sample means of the reference datasets for 250 mˆ250 m and 500 mˆ500 m sub-blocks were slightly greater than that from all of the sample plots because of the four and two sample plots, respectively, ignored for each kind of sub-block. The standard deviation and CV values at the sub-block and block levels were much smaller than those at the plot level because the sample plot data within the sub-blocks and blocks were averaged with the features of clustering sampling taken into account (Table 2) .
Results
Statistical Analysis of Sample Plot Data
Correlation Analysis between Spectral Variables and Forest Carbon Density
The correlation coefficients of the spectral variables with forest carbon density reference data from the sample plots, sub-blocks and blocks, varied from´0.395 to 0.499 and´0.664 to 0.738 for Landsat 8 and MOD09A1 images, respectively. Based on the significant value at the significant level of 0.05, among the 225 and 158 spectral variables a total of 28 and 22 spectral variables were statistically significantly correlated with forest carbon density for Landsat 8 and MOD09A1 images, respectively. For MOD13Q1 and MOD15A2 images, the respective correlation coefficients ranged from´0.638 to 0.663 and´0.491 to 0.455. At the significance level of 0.05, out of 78 spectral variables there were, respectively, 19 and 10 spectral variables that had significant correlation with forest carbon density. The texture measures from MODIS images significantly improved the correlation with forest carbon density, implying they quantified the information of canopy structures and forest heterogeneity more accurately than other spectral variable. Because of limited space, most of the correlation results were omitted and only the six most correlated variables were listed in Table 3 . A spectral variable that was most correlated with forest carbon density was found for each of the spatial resolution images. The most correlated spectral variables band1/Red for Landsat 8, NDVI sec for MOD13Q1, 1/Red for MOD09A1, and NIR sec for MOD13A2 were used to conduct the spatial co-simulations and mapping forest carbon density with the corresponding spatial resolution images, where subscript "sec" means second moment. Two of the selected spectral variables were related to red band because trees use the energy in these wavelengths for photosynthesis and creating biomass. Moreover, the band ratio (band 1/Red) helped reduce the effect of slope in this mountainous area. All other selected spectral variables were derived from a gray-level co-occurrence-matrix-based texture measure, angular second moment, and captured the canopy structures and spatial variability of the complicated and fragmented landscape. Note: * indicating a significant correlation at a significance level of α = 0.05; B, G, R, NIR, SWIR1, SWIR2, MIR, NDVI, and EVI are the bands of blue, green, red, near infrared, short wavelength infrared 1, short wavelength infrared 2, middle infrared, normalized difference vegetation index and enhanced vegetation index; and the subscripts mean, sec, cor, ent, and hom, represent the texture measures from mean, second moment, correlation, entropy, and homogeneity, respectively.
Spatial Variability Analysis of Forest Carbon Density
The standardized experimental variogram of forest carbon density was calculated using the reference values from the sample plots and then fit using variance functions spherical, exponential and Gaussian models. The selection of the models was conducted based on the coefficient of determination R 2 between the estimated and observed values, goodness of fit and residual sum of squares (RSS) ( Table 4 ). The greater the R 2 and the smaller the goodness of fit and RSS, the more accurate the fitting was. The results showed that the spherical model Equation (1) led to the greatest R 2 value and the smallest values for goodness of fit and RSS. The aforementioned co-simulation algorithms require that the parameters of the variogram models be standardized, that is, the nugget plus structure parameter (variance change rate) equals to one unit because the normal score transformation of spatial data was conducted. The nugget value means the within sample plot variation and measurement error of forest carbon density, the structural parameter implies the change rate of variance over the distance between data locations, and the range parameter is the maximum distance of spatial auto-correlation. Within the range, data values are spatially auto-correlated with each other and out of the range they tend to be independent to each other. In Equation (1), h with unit km is the distance between data locations. The spherical model selected led to a relatively larger nugget parameter and smaller structure parameter, which indicated that the spatial auto-correlation existed, but was not very strong. This may be attributed to the complicated and fragmented forest landscape. Table 5 presents the accuracies of predicted forest carbon density values at the spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m by SGCS, and at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m, and 1000 mˆ1000 m by SGCSWA. Overall, the means of predicted values were close to those of reference datasets and fell in the confidence intervals of the reference data at the significant level of 0.05. The mean was slightly over-predicted at the spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m by SGCS. When the predicted values of the 30 m spatial resolution map was scaled up to the coarser spatial resolutions by SGCSWA, the amounts of the over-and under-predictions for the mean could be ignored (Table 5) . Moreover, the coefficients of determination between the reference and predicted values were significantly different from zero and over 79% of the variability of the reference values was explained by the predicted values. The slope values of the linear relationships between the reference and predicted values were slightly larger than, but not significantly different from one for all of the spatial resolutions except the pixel size of 250 m, and all of the intercepts were negative. The slope and intercept values implied that over-predictions and under-predictions occurred for the smaller and larger reference values respectively. The RMSE and relative RMSE were large at the 30 m spatial resolution plot level and both greatly decreased after the spatial data were scaled up to the coarser spatial resolutions. At the sub-block and block levels, as the pixel size increased from 250 mˆ250 m to 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m, overall the RMSE values slightly decreased and the relative RMSE values slightly increased (Table 5 ). In Figure 4 , the residuals of the predicted values were graphed against the predictions at all of the spatial resolutions and they were scattered at both sides of zero line and did not show any biased trends. Table 6 shows the accuracies of predicted forest carbon density values at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m, and 1000 mˆ1000 m using SGBCS based on Landsat 8 image. Although, overall, the means were slightly over-predicted at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m and 500 mˆ500 m and under-predicted at the spatial resolution of 1000 mˆ1000 m, they fell in their confidence intervals of reference data at the significant level of 0.05 (Table 6 ). Moreover, the coefficients of determination between the reference and predicted values were significantly larger than zero and the predicted values accounted for over 77% of the variability of the reference values. However, the slope values of the linear relationships between the reference and predicted values were larger than one with all of the negative intercepts for all of the spatial resolutions. The slope and intercept values indicated over-predictions and under-predictions taking place for the smaller and larger reference values, respectively. There were no significant differences of RMSE and relative RMSE among three spatial resolutions, but the RMSE values slightly decreased and the relative RMSE slightly increased as the spatial resolutions became coarser (Table 6 ). In the graph for the residuals of the predicted values against the predictions at the three spatial resolutions, the residuals were scattered at both sides of zero line (this figure was given in Supplementary Materials Figure S1 ).
Remote Sens. 2016, 8, 571 13 of 23 respectively. The RMSE and relative RMSE were large at the 30 m spatial resolution plot level and both greatly decreased after the spatial data were scaled up to the coarser spatial resolutions. At the sub-block and block levels, as the pixel size increased from 250 m × 250 m to 500 m × 500 m and 1000 m × 1000 m, overall the RMSE values slightly decreased and the relative RMSE values slightly increased (Table 5 ). In Figure 4 , the residuals of the predicted values were graphed against the predictions at all of the spatial resolutions and they were scattered at both sides of zero line and did not show any biased trends. Table 5 . Accuracy assessment results of predicted forest carbon density values by combining Landsat 8 image and sample plot data at the spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m using sequential Gaussian co-simulation (SGCS), and at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m by SGCSWA (R 2 and RMSE are the coefficient of determination and root mean square error between the predicted and reference values; the confidence intervals at the significance level of 0.05 are (7.37, 12.94), (7.73, 11.96), (7.37, 11.27 ) and (6.07, 10.56) (Mg/ha) for the 30 m, 250 m, 500 m and 1000 m spatial resolutions respectively). The forest carbon density and its variance maps obtained using SGCS at the spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m are shown in Figure 5 . The maps had similar spatial distributions and also similar to that of the forests from the sample plot data and shown in Landsat color infrared composite image at the spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m. The larger prediction values of forest carbon density existed in the north, northwest central, northeast, and scattered in the southeast. In the areas where the predicted values were greater, the corresponding variances of the predicted values were also greater. When the 30 m spatial resolution map was scaled up to the coarser spatial resolutions by SGCSWA, the spatial patterns of the predicted values were similar to that at the 30 m spatial resolution (omitted because of limited space). However, the predicted values were greatly smoothed and the smoothing became more obvious as the pixel sizes became larger. The maps of forest carbon density derived at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m, and 1000 mˆ1000 m using SGBCS are presented in Figure 6 . They had similar spatial patterns of forest carbon density. However, the smoothing of the predicted values was obviously noticed. of limited space). However, the predicted values were greatly smoothed and the smoothing became more obvious as the pixel sizes became larger. The maps of forest carbon density derived at the spatial resolutions of 250 m × 250 m, 500 m × 500 m, and 1000 m × 1000 m using SGBCS are presented in Figure 6 . They had similar spatial patterns of forest carbon density. However, the smoothing of the predicted values was obviously noticed. 
Generation of Forest Carbon Density Maps Using Coarse Spatial Resolutions MODIS Products
The cross-validation accuracies of predicted forest carbon density values by combining MOD13Q1, MOD09A1 and MOD13A2 products and the reference values from the sample plots 
The cross-validation accuracies of predicted forest carbon density values by combining MOD13Q1, MOD09A1 and MOD13A2 products and the reference values from the sample plots within the sub-blocks or blocks using SGCS at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m are shown in Table 7 . Overall, all of the predicted means of forest carbon density fell in the confidence levels of the reference data at the significance level of 0.05. However, under-predictions took place at all of the spatial resolutions and slightly increased as the spatial resolutions became coarser (Table 7) . Moreover, the coefficients of determination between the reference and predicted values had significant differences from zero and over 72% of the variability of the reference values was accounted for by the predicted values. The slope value of the linear relationship between the reference and predicted values was very close to one for both 250 m and 500 m spatial resolutions and larger than one for the 1000 m spatial resolution. All the intercepts were small and positive. Under-predictions occurred for all of the reference values at both 500 m and 1000 m spatial resolutions. There were no significant differences of RMSE and relative RMSE among the spatial resolutions. However, overall the RMSE slightly decreased and the relative RMSE slightly increased as the increased pixel sizes. When the residuals of the predicted values were graphed against the predictions, the residuals were scattered at both sides of zero line at these spatial resolutions (This figure was given in Supplementary Materials Figure S2 ). The maps of predicted forest carbon density values at three spatial resolutions are shown in Figure 7 . The larger prediction values of forest carbon density dominated the north, northwest central, and northeast parts of the study area. The spatial patterns in Figure 7 looked similar to those in Figures 5a and 6 obtained using Landsat 8 image, however, the predicted values from MODIS images were more smoothed compared to those from the Landsat image in Figure 6 . 
Comparison between Landsat 8 and MODIS Images Derived Maps at Three Spatial Resolutions
The statistical parameters of aforementioned up-scaled forest carbon density maps obtained using Landsat 8 and MODIS images by three algorithms, SGCS, SGCSWA and SGBCS, at the coarser spatial resolutions were used as final products are compared in Table 8 . The mean forest carbon density of each map was obtained using a model-assisted regression estimator. At the same spatial resolutions, the minimum and maximum values of the maps were close to each other. As expected, the maximum values decreased as the increased pixel sizes. All the map means fell in the confidence intervals of the reference data at the significance level of 0.05. Moreover, the map means using MODIS images by SGCS at the spatial resolutions of 500 m × 500 m and 1000 m × 1000 m were close to the lower bound of the confidence interval. In addition, at the same spatial resolutions, overall the Landsat image with the algorithm SGCSWA led to the map means closest to the sample means and then the Landsat image with the algorithm SGBCS. The MODIS images with SGCS resulted in the greatest differences of the map means from the sample means at the coarser spatial resolutions. Overall, the relative RMSEs increased as the spatial resolution became coarser (Tables 5-7) . At the same spatial resolutions, Landsat 8 image using SGCSWA led to the smallest relative RMSE, compared to Landsat 8 image using SGBCS and MODIS images using SGCS. The relative RMSEs of the up-scaled maps obtained using SGCSWA and SGBCS with Landsat 8 image varied from 5.45% to 5.92%, while the maps using SGCS with MODIS produts had a range of relative RMSE values from 6.38% to 6.70%. The differences of the relative RMSE values were not significant between the upscaled maps from Landsat 8 image, but significant between the maps from Landsat 8 image and those from MODIS produts. Table 7 . Cross-validation accuracy assessment results of predicted forest carbon density values at the spatial resolutions of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m by combining MODIS products and the reference values of the sample plots within the sub-blocks and blocks using sequential Gaussian co-simulation (SGCS) (R 2 and RMSE are the coefficient of determination and root mean square error between the predicted and reference values; the confidence intervals at the significance level of 0.05 are (7.73, 11.96), (7.37, 11.27 ) and (6.07, 10.56) (Mg/ha) for the 250 m, 500 m and 1000 m spatial resolutions, respectively). 
The statistical parameters of aforementioned up-scaled forest carbon density maps obtained using Landsat 8 and MODIS images by three algorithms, SGCS, SGCSWA and SGBCS, at the coarser spatial resolutions were used as final products are compared in Table 8 . The mean forest carbon density of each map was obtained using a model-assisted regression estimator. At the same spatial resolutions, the minimum and maximum values of the maps were close to each other. As expected, the maximum values decreased as the increased pixel sizes. All the map means fell in the confidence intervals of the reference data at the significance level of 0.05. Moreover, the map means using MODIS images by SGCS at the spatial resolutions of 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m were close to the lower bound of the confidence interval. In addition, at the same spatial resolutions, overall the Landsat image with the algorithm SGCSWA led to the map means closest to the sample means and then the Landsat image with the algorithm SGBCS. The MODIS images with SGCS resulted in the greatest differences of the map means from the sample means at the coarser spatial resolutions. Overall, the relative RMSEs increased as the spatial resolution became coarser (Tables 5-7) . At the same spatial resolutions, Landsat 8 image using SGCSWA led to the smallest relative RMSE, compared to Landsat 8 image using SGBCS and MODIS images using SGCS. The relative RMSEs of the up-scaled maps obtained using SGCSWA and SGBCS with Landsat 8 image varied from 5.45% to 5.92%, while the maps using SGCS with MODIS produts had a range of relative RMSE values from 6.38% to 6.70%. The differences of the relative RMSE values were not significant between the up-scaled maps from Landsat 8 image, but significant between the maps from Landsat 8 image and those from MODIS produts. Table 8 . Parameter statistics and comparisons of predicted forest carbon density maps at three coarse spatial resolutions derived by combining reference data with Landsat 8 and MODIS images using SGCSWA, SGBCS and SGCS (Notes: the confidence intervals at the significance level of 0.05 are (7.73, 11.96), (7.37, 11.27 ) and (6.07, 10.56) (Mg/ha) for the 250 m, 500 m and 1000 m spatial resolutions, respectively). 
Discussion
Multi-resolution mapping and accuracy assessment of forest carbon density require the availability of field observations at the corresponding spatial resolutions, which will lead to a great cost. Usually, remotely sensed data are available at multiple spatial resolutions, while field observations are collected using limited and fixed sizes of sample plots. The inconsistency of spatial resolutions between sample plot and remotely sensed data will result in a great challenge for mapping and accuracy assessment of forest carbon density [11, 20, 27, [31] [32] [33] [34] [35] . There have only been few relevant studies reported in this field. For this purpose, in this study, a methodological framework was proposed and tested by developing a systematical, nested and clustering sampling design to collect reference data, then generating maps of forest carbon density and conducting accuracy assessment of the maps at four spatial resolutions for Huang-Feng-Qiao forest farm of You County in Eastern Hunan of China. In the sampling design, the used sample plots had a size of 30 mˆ30 m. A systematical and equal sampling distance was used to select the 250 m and 500 m sub-blocks and 1000 m blocks. The 30 m sample plots, and 250 m and 500 m sub-blocks were nested within the 1000 m blocks. The sample plots that formed clusters were systematically and consistently allocated along the diagonal lines of the sub-blocks and blocks with unequal, but fixed distances. There were several reasons for using this sampling design. First, most national forest inventories, for example, the national forest inventory in China, use systematical sampling designs and thus the developed methodology can be directly applied to generate forest carbon density maps with the existing national forest inventory sample plots. Second, the four used spatial resolutions: 30 mˆ30 m, 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m match the pixel sizes of the widely used Landsat image and three MODIS products respectively. Third, a certain number of sample plots instead of all of the sample units within the sub-blocks and blocks were selected and measured to make reference of forest biomass and carbon density at the sub-block and block levels to reduce the cost of collecting field plot data. Moreover, a random sampling is not widely used for national forest inventory. In addition, a double and systematical sampling based on stratification and combined with nested sub-blocks with clusters of sample plots may be more efficient, but much more complicated and thus more difficult to use compared to this sampling design.
In addition to the 30 m spatial resolution sample plots, this multi-resolution sampling design led to three, five and seven sample plots for each of the 250 m sub-blocks, 500 m sub-blocks and 1000 m blocks to capture the variation of forest carbon density, respectively. To save time and reduce cost, not all of the 30 m sample plots were measured within each of the sub-blocks and blocks. Instead, three, five and seven sample plots were selected and measured, and an average value from the sample plots was utilized to make the reference of forest carbon density for each of the 250 m sub-blocks, 500 m sub-blocks and 1000 m blocks. This would have resulted in uncertainties of forest carbon density values at the sub-block and block levels. However, this study focused on proposing an idea and developing a methodological framework for multi-resolution mapping and accuracy assessment of forest carbon density and thus, using the numbers of the sample plots would not affect the conclusions of this study. Whether the numbers of sample plots selected at the sub-block and block levels are enough and optimal should be further analyzed in the further studies. In fact, the optimal number of sample plots for each of the coarse spatial resolutions may vary depending on the complexity of forest ecosystems and geographic features [50] .
This study area had a complicated and fragmented forest landscape where various mixed forests, scattered bamboo forests and shrubs, and agricultural lands exist. A relatively large CV (106%) of forest carbon density was obtained from the 30 m spatial resolution sample plots. As expected, the CV greatly decreased from the plot level to the sub-block and block levels. The results of this study showed that although all of the means of the predicted values and maps fell in the confidence intervals of the reference data at the corresponding spatial resolutions, the obtained forest carbon density maps had a larger value (34%)of relative RMSE at the 30 m resolution plot level compared to the previous studies [11, 20, 32, 34] . For example, Bastin et al. [34] combined fine spatial resolution satellite images, harmonizing Fourier textural ordination and piecewise biomass inversion models based on 26 inventory plots (1 ha) to predict AGB in Central Africa. They obtained an accuracy of residual standard error (RSE) 15% for forest AGB predictions at the spatial resolution of 100 mˆ100 m across a wide range of 26 Mg/ha to 460 Mg/ha by cross validation. Moreover, Asner et al. [32] used a top-down approach to scale up high spatial resolution carbon estimates to a large region of 16.5 million ha in the Colombian Amazon. They yielded an uncertainty of 14% for LiDAR-derived carbon maps at 1 ha resolution and an uncertainty of 28% for the regional map based on stratification. Compared to those in the studies of Bastin et al. [34] and Asner et al. [32] , however, in this study the used sample plots and map units were smaller, while the spatial resolution of the used Landsat image was coarser. In addition, other reasons may include more complicated and fragmented forest landscape, the larger CV and neglecting environmental variables and stratification of the landscape. This implied that considering environmental variables and stratification of landscapes and using finer spatial resolution images may provide the potential of increasing the accuracy of mapping forest carbon density. On the other hand, in this study, the accuracy of forest carbon density at the plot level was only slightly lower than that (28%) from the study of Guitet et al. [33] at the similar plot scale, but much higher than that (53%) for the use of Landsat imagery by Fu et al. [11] in which an upscaling method that combines footprint climatology modeling, modified regression tree and image fusion was utilized to estimate net ecosystem exchange.
In this study, when the 30 m spatial resolution Landsat 8 image and sample plot data were scaled up to the pixel sizes of 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m using both algorithm SGCSWA and SGBCS, the obtained relative RMSEs of forest carbon density estimates varied from 5.45% to 5.92%. At the corresponding spatial resolutions the combinations of MODIS products and the reference data led to a range of relative RMSEs from 6.38% to 6.70%. The accuracies at the sub-block and block levels were much higher than that at the plot level mainly because of the smoothing of spatial data and consideration of the features of clustering sampling. The accuracies were also much higher than those (53% vs. 46% for Landsat and MODIS imagery, respectively) from the study of Fu et al. [11] . Compared to the previous reports [11, [32] [33] [34] , this study has an advantage. That is, a multi-resolution sampling design was developed and from which multi-resolution reference datasets that match the spatial resolutions of the most widely used Landsat and MODIS images were obtained and can be used to conduct mapping and accuracy assessment of forest carbon density. Moreover, the algorithms can scale up both spatial data and input uncertainties and generate the maps of estimates and their uncertainties at coarser spatial resolutions. However, the algorithms require intensive computation for very large areas. This limitation has become less critical as computer science develops. In addition, in this study, only 3-7 30 m spatial resolution sample plots (not all of the sample units) were measured within each of the sub-blocks and blocks, which may have resulted in uncertainties of forest carbon density predictions. Readers should take caution for use of the results and further studies are needed.
This study also showed that the combination of Landsat 8 image and the algorithm SGCSWA resulted in the greatest accuracies of the up-scaled maps, then the combination of Landsat 8 image and SGBCS, and the combinations of the MODIS images and SGCS had lowest accuracies. The reason is mainly because the medium spatial resolution Landsat 8 image provides more detailed information of forest carbon density than the coarser spatial resolution MODIS products. Both algorithms SGCSWA and SGBCS can combine and scale up the 30 spatial resolution sample plot and image data to produce any coarser spatial resolution forest carbon density maps and eliminate the requirement of collecting plot data at the coarser spatial resolutions. Instead of MODIS images, thus, the medium spatial resolution Landsat image with both up-scaling algorithms SGCSWA and SGBCS is recommended for mapping and accuracy assessment of forest carbon density at the coarser spatial resolutions.
It has to be pointed out that in this study, we calculated many band ratios, vegetation indices and texture measures to capture the forest canopy structures and spatial heterogeneity and reduce the effects of slope due to mountainous areas. However, in these algorithms (SGCSWA and SGBCS), only the spectral variable that had the greatest correlation with forest carbon density for each of the spatial resolutions was utilized. The spatial variability of forest carbon density was thus limitedly explained, which may also have increased the uncertainty of predicted values. In future studies, especially when these algorithms are applied to mapping forest carbon density of complicated rainforests, more spectral variables should be used to conduct the co-simulations. This will require a spatial joint multivariate co-simulation algorithm. This method is more complicated and will double the computation and labor costs [51] . However, the development of computer science will release this limitation.
Finally, in this study, we explored the mapping of forest carbon density at the spatial resolutions of 30 m, 250 m, 500 m and 1000 m instead of other spatial resolutions such as 90 m. There were three reasons for selecting these four spatial resolutions. First, the spatial resolutions exactly match the pixel sizes of Landsat 8 image and three MODIS products that are widely used to map forest carbon density at local, regional, national and global scales. Second, Wang et al. [27] conducted the up-scaling of spatial data from a spatial resolution of 30 mˆ30 m to 90 mˆ90 m for mapping vegetation cover using the SGBCS and testified the success of this up-scaling algorithm. Moreover, the purpose of this study was to demonstrate the development of a general methodological framework for mapping forest carbon density at multiple spatial resolutions and the obtained conclusions would be thus generalized.
Conclusions
This study focused on the development and assessment of a methodology to conduct mapping and accuracy assessment of forest carbon density at four spatial resolutions by combining Landsat 8 and MODIS images with reference values from sample plots obtained using a multiple resolution, systematical, nested and clustering sampling design. As expected, the results of applying the methodology to the study area showed that all of the means of predicted forest carbon density values at the spatial resolutions of 30 mˆ30 m, 250 mˆ250 m, 500 mˆ500 m and 1000 mˆ1000 m fell in the confidence intervals of reference data at a significance level of 0.05. Moreover, with the same reference datasets, images, and the methods, as the spatial resolutions became coarser, the accuracy of the up-scaled predictions decreased and the maps became smoothed. More important is that this study led to four new conclusions. First, the systematical, nested and clustering sampling design provided the potential to obtain spatial information of forest carbon density at multiple spatial resolutions.
Second, the relative RMSEs of predicted values at the plot level were much greater than those at the sub-block and block levels. Moreover, the accuracies of the up-scaled estimates were much higher than those from previous studies. In addition, at the same spatial resolution, SGCSWA resulted in smallest relative RMSEs of the up-scaled predictions, then the combinations of Landsat image and SGBCS, and the accuracies from both methods were significantly greater than those from the combinations of the MODIS images and SGCS. Overall, this study implied that the combinations of Landsat 8 image and SGCSWA or SGBCS with the systematical, nested and clustering sampling design provided the potential to formulate a methodological framework to map forest carbon density and conduct accuracy assessment at multiple spatial resolutions. However, this methodology needs to be further refined and examined in other forest landscapes.
Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at www.mdpi.com/2072-4292/8/7/571/s1, Figure S1 : The residuals against the predicted values of forest carbon density by combining and scaling up Landsat 8 image and sample plot data using sequential Gaussian block co-simulation (SGBCS); Figure S2 : The residuals against the predicted values of forest carbon density by combining MODIS products and the reference values from the sample plots using sequential Gaussian co-simulation (SGCS).
